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[57] ABSTRACT 

Aprocess is described for decomposing hydrogen sul?de to 
produce hydrogen and sulfur. The process comprises mixing 
hydrogen sul?de With a volatile basic solution and introduc 
ing this mixture into an electrolytic cell having an anode and 
a cathode. By operation of this cell, hydrogen is formed at 
the cathode and a solution containing polysul?de is formed 
at the anode. The polysul?de-containing solution is sepa 
rated and distilled to recover sulfur and the remaining 
volatile basic solution is recycled to be mixed With further 
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ELECTROCHEMICAL PROCESS FOR 
DECOMPOSING HYDROGEN SULFIDE TO 
PRODUCE HYDROGEN AND SULFUR 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

This invention relates to an electrochemical process for 
the decomposition of hydrogen sul?de including the anodic 
oxidation of sul?des and cathodic reduction and evolution of 
hydrogen. 

The removal of hydrogen sul?de from gaseous streams is 
a problem that has long challenged many areas of industry. 
It has been a particular problem in the petroleum industry 
Which produces large quantities of hydrogen sul?de. 

Over the years, much research has been directed toWards 
electrolysis of hydrogen sul?de. While many advances have 
been achieved, signi?cant problems remain in commercial 
iZing the process. Typically, electrolysis of liquid hydrogen 
sul?de suffers from poor conductivity and containment 
problems. Use of an aqueous medium resolves many issues, 
but if accompanied by sulfur fouling of the anode, side 
product formation in strongly alkali medium, and loW 
hydrogen sul?de loading in the acid medium. 

Chang et al. US. Pat. No. 4,765,873 describes a process 
for removing hydrogen sul?de from a gaseous stream by 
contacting the stream With an aqueous solution of ammo 
nium hydroxide to produce ammonium sul?de. This ammo 
nium sul?de is then converted to an ammonium polysul?de 
intermediate in an electrolytic cell. Thereafter, the ammo 
nium polysul?de is oxidiZed to sulfur in a heating Zone 
utiliZing an oxygen containing gas sparge. 

Another method for decomposition and removal of hydro 
gen sul?de into hydrogen and sulfur is described in Joshi, 
US. Pat. No. 5,578,189. In this process, a gas containing the 
hydrogen sul?de is contacted With a solid metal ion con 
ducting electrolyte in Which the metal is a sul?de forming 
metal under metal ion conducting conditions to react the 
metal With hydrogen sul?de under metal sul?ding condi 
tions. A hydrogen sul?de free gas is recovered containing 
hydrogen and the metal sul?de is electrolytically converted 
to reform the metal and recover sulfur. 

In Winick, US. Pat. No. 4,772,366, hydrogen sul?de is 
removed from a gas mixture by providing an electrochemi 
cal cell With a porous cathode and porous anode. This cell is 
provided With an aqueous electrolyte and a gas mixture 
containing HZS is directed into contact With the cathode to 
cause reduction of the HZS to polysul?de ions. These 
polysul?de ions are alloWed to migrate from the cathode and 
concentrate at the anode. 

A process involving the electrochemical oxidation of 
hydrogen sul?de is described in Bolmer, US. Pat. No. 
3,249,522. That process is speci?cally developed for the 
operation of a fuel cell in Which the hydrogen sul?de is 
employed as the fuel. That process uses a sulfur solvent 
Which is vapouriZable under process conditions. 

It is the object of the present invention to provide an 
electrolytic process for decomposing hydrogen sul?de in 
Which soluble polysul?de Would be produced, thereby 
avoiding fouling of the anode. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention relates to a process for decompos 
ing hydrogen sul?de to produce hydrogen and sulfur. The 
process comprises mixing hydrogen sul?de With a volatile 
basic solution and introducing this mixture into an electro 
lytic cell having an anode and a cathode. By operation of this 
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2 
cell, hydrogen is formed at the cathode and a solution 
containing polysul?de is formed at the anode. The 
polysul?de-containing solution is separated and distilled to 
recover sulfur and the remaining volatile basic solution is 
recycled to be mixed With further hydrogen sul?de. 
An important feature of this invention is that no precipi 

tation takes place in the electrochemical cell. Instead, 
ammonium polysul?des are formed in the ammonia solu 
tion. It has surprisingly been found that the ammonium 
polysul?des are highly soluble in concentrated aqueous 
ammonia and the NH4HS that is formed has the advantage 
of having a high vapour pressure. 
Ammonia has been found to be particularly useful as the 

volatile base because it is cheap, volatile and is capable of 
forming hydrosul?de solutions With a moderate pH. It has 
the further advantage that the ammonia does not decompose 
during electrolysis. Other volatile basic materials that may 
be used include a variety of substituted amines. Typical of 
these are methyl, ethyl, propyl or butyl amines Which may 
be mono-, di- or tri-substituted. 

The ammonia solutions used in the process of the inven 
tion typically contain from about 20 to 80% ammonia, 
preferably about 50% ammonia. It is also preferred that the 
ammonia solution be saturated With the hydrogen sul?de. 
The ammonium polysul?de solution that is formed in the 

electrolytic cell may be distilled to boil off ammonia solution 
leaving behind molten sulfur, or the polysul?de-containing 
solution may be reacted With an acid With subsequent 
separation of precipitated sulfur. The distillation is typically 
conducted at a temperature in the range of about 120 to 130° 
C. 

The electrolytic cell may either be a non-divided (one 
compartment) cell or a divided cell. HoWever, best results 
are obtained in a divided cell. 

The typical divided cell comprises an anode in an anolyte 
compartment and a cathode in a catholyte compartment, 
With anode and cathode being separated by a membrane. 
These membranes may be formed from a variety of 
materials, eg Na?on® Which are per?uorosulfonic acid 
cation exchange membranes produced by Dupont. Other 
suitable membranes include Neosepta® membranes pro 
duced by Tokuyama Sode. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

In the accompanying draWings Which form a part of the 
speci?cation and are to be read in conjunction thereWith: 

FIG. 1 is a schematic representation of an electrochemical 
cell of the type Which may be utiliZed to carry out the 
process of an embodiment of the present invention; 

FIG. 2 is a plot of current efficiency v. time; 
FIG. 3 is a plot of current efficiency v. current; 
FIG. 4 is a plot shoWing voltage-current relationships; 
FIG. 5 is a plot shoWing voltage-current relationships for 

constant current electrolysis; 
FIG. 6 is a plot of total cell voltage for different currents 

as a function of temperature; 

FIG. 7 is a plot of cell voltage as the function of charge; 
and 

FIG. 8 is a plot of current ef?ciency for hydrogen pro 
duction. 

DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED 
EMBODIMENTS 

Referring noW to FIG. 1, an absorber 10 is coupled With 
a hydrogen sul?de gas inlet line 11 and an inlet line 12 for 



5,908,545 
3 

a basic volatile solvent stream, e.g. concentrated ammonia 
12. In the absorber, the concentrated ammonia solution is 
saturated With hydrogen sul?de and this mixture is then 
transferred via line 15 to electrolytic cell 16. 

This cell includes an anode compartment 17 and a cathode 
compartment 18 divided by means of an ion exchange 
membrane 19. In this cell, the solution from line 15 is the 
electrolyte in the anode compartment 17 While a stream of 
sodium hydroxide solution 20 is used as electrolyte in the 
cathode compartment 18. A stream of hydrogen 21 is gen 
erated in the cathode compartment While soluble ammonium 
polysul?des are formed in the anode compartment. The 
content of the anode compartment is transferred via line 22 
to the distillation unit 23 Where the ammonia solution is 
boiled off via line 13 and molten sulfur is collected via line 
24. The ammonia solution 13 is recycled via line 12 to the 
absorber 10. Make-up ammonia may be added as required 
by inlet line 14. 

Atypical electrolytic cell that may be used for the process 
of this invention is an FM01-LC cell from ICI Chemicals. 
The cell is operated at a current density of about 0.005 to 10 
A per cm2 of electrode area, a temperature of about 20 to 
100° C. and a pressure of about 100 to 400 kPa. 

EXAMPLE 1 

An electrolysis Was carried out using the FM01-LC cell 
described above. This electrolysis Was conducted at ambient 
temperature using 3 M (21.2%) NH4HS in the anode 
compartment, 25% NaOH in the cathode compartment and 
using Na?on® 324 membrane. A lantern blade nickel cath 
ode and a lantern blade platiniZed titanium anode Were used. 
The electrode gap Was 8 mm. Aconstant current density Was 
used of 11.7 mA/cm2. As seen from FIG. 2, the hydrogen 
production ef?ciencies from the catholyte Were high during 
the entire 11.5 hours that the electrolysis Was carried out. 

Hydrogen production ef?ciency Was then folloWed as a 
function of current density. This is one of the most important 
engineering parameters because it has direct impact on the 
siZe of electrodes and, therefore, on capital cost. The current 
ef?ciency for hydrogen production Was relatively stable in 
the current range of 0.5 to 2 A as shoWn in FIG. 3. The same 
experimental conditions Were used as above. BeloW 0.5 A, 
ammonia released in the catholyte interfered With the deter 
mination of hydrogen production efficiency. The total volt 
age betWeen electrodes increased With current in a nearly 
linear fashion as shoWn in FIG. 4. 

EXAMPLE 2 

Using the same cell as in Example 1, an 8 M NH4HS 
solution Was electrolyZed at a total current of 38 A (148 
mA/cm2) for 280 kC over tWo days and the current-potential 
curves at several temperatures Were obtained for this solu 
tion after electrolysis. The test Was carried out using a 1.7 
mm gap betWeen a lantern blade nickel cathode and a lantern 
blade platiniZed titanium anode. The electrode compart 
ments Were divided by a Na?on® 324 membrane. It Was 
found that there is a signi?cant decrease in the potential drop 
across the electrodes With increasing temperature. The 
higher the current density at the electrodes, the greater is the 
difference in electrode potentials at different temperatures. 
The total voltage betWeen electrodes dropped by 0.152 V per 
°C. of temperature increase. FIG. 5 shoWs current-voltage 
curves for four different temperatures. It can be seen that 
increasing temperature has a positive effect on total cell 
voltage. The observed behaviour can be explained by both 
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4 
increased reaction rates and increased conductivity of the 
solution. The cell voltages for different currents Were then 
plotted against temperature in FIG. 6. 

EXAMPLE 3 

The purpose of this test is to determine long term opera 
tion effects. The test Was conducted for approximately 200 
hours With solutions being changed approximately every 40 
hours. 

Electrolysis Was performed in the galvanostatic mode, at 
a constant current of 5 A. The divided cell arrangement Was 
used With a Na?on® 324 membrane separating 8 M NH4HS 
in the anodic compartment and 8 M NaOH in the cathodic 
compartment. PlatiniZed titanium Was employed as anode 
and nickel as the cathode. The experiment Was performed at 
ambient temperature. The voltage change With charge 
passed is shoWn in FIG. 7. 

It can be seen that the 200 hour electrolysis Was very 
ef?cient from the energy input point of vieW. The total 
voltage of 1.4 V Was quite acceptable because it approached 
the voltages obtained in a glass cell. The electrodes per 
formed Well and the membrane did not shoW any signs of 
deterioration. The current ef?ciency for hydrogen produc 
tion Was excellent as shoWn in FIG. 8. 

We claim: 
1. Aprocess for decomposing hydrogen sul?de to produce 

hydrogen and sulfur Which comprises mixing hydrogen 
sul?de With a volatile basic solution, electrolyZing said 
mixed solution in an electrolytic cell having an anode and a 
cathode to form hydrogen at the cathode and a solution 
containing polysul?des at the anode, separating and distil 
lating the polysul?de-containing solution to boil off said 
volatile basic solution and recover molten sulfur and recy 
cling the boiled off volatile basic solution to be mixed With 
further hydrogen sul?de, Wherein said volatile basic solution 
is an aqueous solution of ammonia containing about 
20—80% ammonia. 

2. A process according to claim 1 Wherein the aqueous 
solution of ammonia contains about 50% ammonia. 

3. A process according to claim 1 Wherein the ammonia 
solution is saturated With hydrogen sul?de. 

4. Aprocess according to claim 1 Wherein an ammonium 
polysul?de solution formed in the electrolytic cell is distilled 
to boil off ammonium solution leaving molten sulfur. 

5. Aprocess according to claim 4 Wherein the distillation 
is conducted at a temperature of about 120—130° C. 

6. Aprocess according to claim 1 Wherein said electrolytic 
cell comprising said anode and an anolyte in an anolyte 
compartment, said cathode and a catholyte in a catholyte 
compartment, said anode and cathode being separated by a 
cell membrane. 

7. A process according to claim 6 Wherein the anolyte is 
NH4HS and the catholyte is NaOH. 

8. Aprocess according to claim 6 Wherein the membrane 
is a cation conducting membrane. 

9. Aprocess according to claim 8 Wherein the electrolysis 
is carried out at a current density of about 0.005 to 10 Aper 
cm2 of electrode area. 

10. Aprocess according to claim 9 Wherein the electroly 
sis is carried out at a temperature of about 20 to 100° C. and 
a pressure of about 100 to 400 kPa. 

11. Aprocess according to claim 6 Wherein the anode and 
cathode are formed from transition metal sul?des. 


